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ABSTRACT 

Pursuing a ship-based missile defense capability could thrust the naval service into 
one of the most heated controversies of the past three decades: the congressional debate over 
the desirability — or danger — of erecting widespread ballistic missile defenses. To better 
understand the influences on congressional attitudes, this study examines five divisive 
congressional debates over missile defense. In contrast to traditional explanations that focus 
on the causal factors underlying congressional voting behavior, this thesis emphasizes the 
political process of framing issues to create the political climates that shape congressional 
attitudes and link them to voting decisions. This thesis shows that major shifts in missile 
defense policy occur when key individuals successfully manipulate powerful images to 
legitimize and popularize arguments favoring their desired policy option. Understanding how 
elites use images to shape political attitudes provides a framework for charting and 
navigating the congressional storm that is likely to surround the deployment of future Navy 
missile defense systems. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



A broad political consensus favoring theater ballistic missile defense has emerged in 
the wake of the Gulf War. Capitalizing on this consensus, the U.S. Navy is modifying its 
Aegis ship system to develop a full range of upper and lower-tier theater ballistic missile 
defense capabilities. Since rapid technical advances are making it difficult to distinguish 
between theater and strategic missile defense systems, the current political consensus might 
prove short lived. In fact, many politicians support or oppose theater ballistic missile 
systems largely because of their hope or fear that these systems will evolve into a politically 
controversial national missile defense capability. Pursuing a ship-based missile defense 
capability could thrust the U.S. Navy into one of the most heated defense controversies of 
the past three decades: the dispute over the desirability — or danger — of erecting widespread 
ballistic missile defenses. 

Missile defenses controversies have become a perennial characteristic of American 
strategic discourse. Debates over whether missile defenses are destabilizing, inhibit 
negotiations with the Russians, are necessary to counter missile threats fi'om rogue states, or 
are technically feasible remain unresolved. Underlying these debates are deeply held 
convictions, or myths, about how deploying missile defenses might affect American security. 
These disparate strategic beliefs are reflected in attempts to manipulate political attitudes 
toward missile defense, and have fueled fluctuations in missile defense policy and funding. 
To avoid the episodic funding that typically characterizes America missile defense efforts, 
the naval service must comprehend the fi-aming process that influences congressional 
attitudes toward missile defense. 
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A. FRAMING CONGRESSIONAL ATTITUDES 



How do the political actions of influential individuals shape congressional attitudes 
toward missile defense? Political scientists generally agree that Congress members support 
initiatives that they perceive to combine good policy and good politics. While this is true, 
voting decisions are not made in a vacuum. The political climate shapes congressional 
perceptions of a given policy initiative. This study demonstrates that congressional defense 
policy making cannot be understood simply by examining the motivations underlying floor 
votes on defense issues. In contrast to traditional explanations that focus on the causal factors 
underlying congressional voting behavior, this thesis focuses on how the process of framing 

political issues influences congressional decision making. 

Framing — or myth making — ^places political incentives in a real context and shapes 
congressional perceptions of what constitutes sound policy. Elites use a variety of techniques 
to attract media coverage, interpret events and images, define the terms of the debate, and 
foster a favorable climate of opinion surrounding their desired policy option. Congress 
members, in turn, simultaneously take cues from the public and political leaders that 
influence their attitudes and subsequent voting behavior. 

This study examined the role of the framing process in four divisive national debates 
over missile defense to draw implications for the Navy’s role in the current missile defense 
controversy. In each case examined, myths and images were decisive in perpetuating 
strategic arguments and shaping congressional attitudes. During “The Great ABM Debate” 
of the 1960 s, elites successfully manipulated the image of a mushroom cloud exploding over 
America’s backyards to create intense public resistance to the Sentinel ABM system. Ten 
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years later, President Reagan’s crusade against the “evil empire” combined with horrific 
descriptions of a nuclear holocaust gave politick life to the nuclear freeze movement and 
reinforced the desire for the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). More recently, images of 
Patriot missiles during Gulf War became the fulcrum for manipulating public and 
congressional attitudes on funding missile defense. 

Each of these cases illustrates that the success of any missile defense effort depends 
largely upon the ability of key individuals to create or interpret events and images to 
legitimize and popularize their arguments in favor of missile defenses. Today, elite opinion 
concerning the strategic utility of missile defenses remains polarized. There is a balance of 
myths. However, key players stand ready to seize the next powerful image to reinforce their 
strategic arguments and tilt the political balance in favor of their desired missile defense 
policies. 

B. ADVOCATING AEGIS: THE WAY AHEAD! 

The Navy has become embroiled in the most recent missile defense controversy. 
Some national missile defense (NMD) advocates are supporting Navy missile defense 
programs as a means of “achieving national missile defense through the back door.” Thus, 
sea-based missile defenses have become a cornerstone of the conservative push to defend 
America from missile attacks. The ABM Treaty and public apathy, however, present major 
political obstacles to Naval NMD. For this reason, NMD From the Sea is an idea whose 
political moment has not yet arrived. A public desire for NMD, however, may come sooner 
than anyone thinks. Several alarming international trends — ^the proliferation of ballistic 
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missiles, weapons of mass destruction, and the increasing possibility of an accidental 
launch — could fuel public anxieties and provide the opportunity for missile defense 
advocates to foster a national consensus favoring withdrawal from the ABM treaty and 
immediate deployment of an NMD capability. When the political opportunity arises, history 
has shown that key individuals can manipulate powerful images to shift the climate of public. 
Presidential, and congressional opinion starkly in favor of national missile defense. 

Naval images are likely to play a role in a future effort to create a favorable climate 
surrounding NMD because sea-based missile defenses have inherent domestic political 
advantages over other missile defense options. Deploying land-based national missile 
defenses evokes images of having to fight the war literally “from America’s backyards”; an 
unsettling idea that generated widespread protest during previous ABM debates. The 
American people prefer a forward defense that holds threats at arm’s length. They expect 
the American military to stand in harm’s way as necessary to protect American lives, 
property, and interests. Bringing the fight home is contrary to the American ethos. Mahan 
got it right when he wrote, “eveiy danger of a military character to which the United States 
is exposed is best met outside her tenitory--at sea.” If the American public becomes anxious 
about emerging missile threats, then NMD From the Sea can provide a culturally consistent 
answer: allowing Americans to envision a forward missile defense that interdicts the threat 
“over there” and not over here. 
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C. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 



Prematurely pursuing a Naval NMD capability could undermine support for the Aeg is 
program . Continued public apathy on defense issues might allow the President to undermine 
NMD initiatives with political impunity, regardless of congressional support. Maintaining 
the shallow political consensus that is currently driving Navy missile defense programs will 
require the Navy to walk a political tightrope between disparate political factions. Success 
ultimately might rest on the cautious pursuit of ABM “treaty compliant” Navy theater 
systems while making closely-held preparations to upgrade those systems to defend 
American cities should a culmination of events, popular images, and political beliefs compel 
political leaders to demand such a capability. 

Studies are needed to examine the institutional, operational, and programmatic factors that 
would underlie a Navy NMD effort . Success of Naval NMD will depend upon the 
infrastructure underlying the Navy theater missile defense program. The Navy must identify 
a clear path to overcoming institutional, financial, and technological hurdles to Naval NMD. 
The right people must be positioned to establish clearly definable goals, demand that 
milestones are reached on time, and ensure that resources are managed properly. Institutional 
support inside the Navy must be cultivated and the operational implications of this new naval 
mission must be fully explored. 

The importance of naval images should not be underestimated . Naval leaders must think 
through how the exploitation of naval images might complement or complicate the Navy’s 
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ability to accomplish its missions. Success or failure of a Naval NMD program is likely to 
depend largely upon the ability of key individuals to create or interpret events and images to 
legitimize and popularize their arguments in favor of the Navy’s programs. Two sets of 
images are important. To embrace the Naval NMD solution, the public and elites must first 
imagine the seriousness of missile problem. Events — such as an Iranian nuclear test, a 
missile attack on America or our allies, or widespread publicity of Russian command and 
control problems — might create an opportunity for missile defense advocates to foster a 
national consensus favoring withdrawal from the ABM treaty and immediate deployment of 
an NMD capability. 

When the nation calls, the Naw could be poised to offer a quick, cost-effective, and 
culturally consistent. NMD solution . Disseminating images of surface combatants 
conducting theater missile defense demonstrations and exercises could pave the way for 
public support of Naval NMD. Properly presented, the NMD From the Sea concept could 
help alleviate public fears of foreign missiles by establishing a forward defense of the 
homeland while serving America’s mission to provide an extended defense that promotes 
world stability. Naval NMD is a natural defense of the United States. Just as Aegis was the 
mythological shield that protected Zeus fi’om deadly threats, when the missile threat becomes 
apparent to the American people — ^the image of Aegis ships standing in harm’s way to shield 
American cities might be an important factor in shaping future congressional attitudes toward 
missile defense. 
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I. STRATEGIC MYTHS AND FRAMING DEFENSE POLICY 

A. INTRODUCTION 

A broad political consensus favoring theater ballistic missile defenses has emerged 
in the wake of the Gulf War. Capitalizing on this consensus, the U.S. Navy is modifying its 
Aegis ship system to develop a full range of upper and lower-tier theater ballistic missile 
defense capabilities. Since rapid technical advances are making it difficult to distinguish 
between theater and strategic missile defense systems, the current political consensus might 
prove short lived. In fact, many politicians support or oppose theater ballistic missile 
systems largely because of their hope or fear that these systems will evolve into a politically 
controversial national missile defense capability. Pursuing a ship-based missile defense 
capability could thrust the U.S. Navy into one of the most heated defense controversies of 
the past three decades: the dispute over the desirability — or danger — of erecting widespread 
ballistic missile defenses. 

Missile defense controversies have become a perennial characteristic of American 
strategic discourse. Debates over whether missile defenses are destabilizing, inhibit 
negotiations with the Russians, are necessary to counter missile threats from rogue states, or 
are technically feasible remain unresolved. Underlying the debates are deeply held 
convictions, or myths, about how deploying missile defenses might affect American security. 
These disparate beliefs were reflected in attempts to manipulate the broader range of political 
attitudes toward missile defense and have fueled fluctuations in missile defense policy and 
funding. To avoid the episodic funding that has typically characterized America missile 
defense efforts, the naval service must comprehend the framing process that influences 
congressional attitudes toward missile defense. 
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How do the political actions of influential individuals shape congressional attitudes 
toward missile defense? Traditional explanations of congressional behavior focus on the 
political incentives that drive congressional voting behavior. Political scientists generally 
agree that Congress members support initiatives that they perceive to combine good policy 
and good politics. While this is true, widely ignored is the political process that places 
political incentives in a real context and shapes congressional perceptions of a given policy 
initiative. In contrast to traditional explanations that focus on the causal factors underlying 
congressional voting behavior, this thesis focuses on how the process of framing political 
issues influences congressional decision making. 

Framing constitutes a strategy through which key political elites attempt to convince 
the public and fellow elites of the validity of their beliefs and supporting policy imperatives.' 
Elites use a variety of techniques to attract media coverage, interpret events and images, 
define the terms of the debate, and foster a favorable climate of opinion surrounding their 
desired policy option. Shaping the climate of opinion influences congressional perceptions 
of what constitutes sound policy. 

Framing is important to any political debate, but in areas of intense strategic 
uncertainty, like nuclear weapons and missile defense, efforts to frame congressional 
attitudes become even more salient. With the prospect of nuclear Armageddon held in the 
balance and a lack of any concrete evidence to support their beliefs, key players in the anti- 
ballistic missile (ABM) debate consistently manipulate powerful images to perpetuate their 

' Randal B. Ripley and James M. Lindsay, “How Congress Influences Foreign and Defense 
Policy,” in Congress Resurgent ed. Randal B. Ripley and James M. Lindsay (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1993), 32-35. 
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strategic arguments. For example, elites successfully manipulated the image of a mushroom 
cloud exploding over America’s backyards to create intense public resistance to the Sentinel 
ABM system during “the Great ABM Debate” of the 1960s. Ten years later. President 
Reagan’s crusade against the “evil empire” combined with several horrific literary 
descriptions of a nuclear holocaust gave political life to the nuclear freeze movement and 
reinforced the desire for the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). More recently, the images 
of the Patriot missile during Gulf War became the fulcrum for manipulating public and 
congressional attitudes toward increased missile defenses funding. 

This thesis uses interviews with key individuals, recently unclassified documents, and 
secondary sources to show how each of these cases highlights the significance of 
personalities, beliefs, and images to the missile defense debate. It identifies a framework for 
charting the political storm that is likely to surround the development of future missile 
defense systems. Success of missile defense efforts depend largely upon the ability of key 
individuals to create or interpret events and images to legitimize and popularize their 
arguments in favor of missile defenses. Understanding the framing of congressional attitudes 
is important when considering the pursuit of a National Missile Defense (NMD) From the 
Sea capability. I argue that maintaining the shallow political consensus favoring Navy 
missile defense programs will require the Navy to walk a political tightrope between 
disparate political factions. Success might ultimately rest on the cautious pursuit of ABM 
“treaty compliant” Navy theater systems while making closely-held preparations to upgrade 
those systems to defend American cities should a culmination of events, popular images, and 
political beliefs compel political leaders to demand such a capability. 
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This chapter introduces a theoretical framework for understanding the shaping of 
congressional attitudes. Section B introduces a new theory of congressional behavior that 
focuses on the process of framing political attitudes. Section C explores the relevance of the 
contending deferential, parochial, policy theories of congressional behavior. Section D 
identifies and defines the strategic myths surrounding missile defenses. Section E details the 
role of elites and images in the process of framing strategic arguments. Section F outlines 
the scope and organization of the study. 

B. SHAPING CONGRESSIONAL ATTITUDES 

The academic literature provides three distinct “conceptual lenses” to view 
congressional behavior on defense issues.^ Political scientists argue that Congress members 
either (1) defer to the executive branch on defense issues, playing only a minor role the 
weapons acquisition process, (2) evaluate defense programs only with respect to parochial 
economic and social interests, or (3) promote their conception of good defense policy within 
the constraints placed on them by their constituents.^ Each of these arguments offers 
valuable insight into congressional voting behavior. However, each argument fails to capture 
the significance of individual personalities and political maneuvering in setting the defense 
policy agenda, framing the important issues, and shaping congressional attitudes. 



^ The term conceptual lenses is from Graham Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban 
Missile Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971), v. For a concise description of the three conceptual lenses to 
view congressional behavior on defense policy see James M. Lindsay, Congress and Nuclear Weapons 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 7-22. 

^ Lindsay, Congress and Nuclear Weapons, 7-22. 
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To better understand the congressional role in formulation of defense policy a fourth 
approach that emphasizes the relationship between political elites, strategic beliefs, and 
popular images is needed. My argument is that major shifts in defense policy occur when 
key individuals — whom I refer to as myth makers'* — successfully manipulate powerful 
images to perpetuate their beliefs and shift the balance of public and elite opinion in favor 
of their desired policies. 

Traditional explanations explore the causal factors underlying congressional attitudes 
as reflected in voting behavior. In contrast, my approach emphasizes the political processes 
that frame issues and create the political climates that shape congressional attitudes and link 
causal factors to congressional voting decisions. Understanding the relationship between 
political elites, strategic beliefs, and popular images to the making of defense policy is not 
intended to replace deferential, parochial, or policy lenses; instead, it provides a framework 
for explaining how each is relevant to the framing of congressional attitudes. 



C. THE RELEVANCE OF CONTENDING ARGUMENTS 
1. The Deferential Lens 

The deferential lens emphasizes congressional acquiescence to the executive branch 
on strategic issues.* This approach seemed to be particularly relevant prior to the late 1960s; 



* For a complete discussion of the central role myth makers can play in the weapons acquisition 
process see Peter R. Lavoy, Learning to Live with the Bomb? India and Nuclear Weapons, 1947-1974, 
PhD dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 1997; see also Peter R. Lavoy, “Nuclear Myths and 
the Causes of Proliferation,” Security Studies 2, no. 3/4 (Spring/Summer 1990): 206. 

’ For example, see Barbara Hinckley, Less Than Meets the Eye (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994). 
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